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			The Horoscope

			“Wake up, Mercedes! Get up, you lazybones!”

			—Are you here already, Rosa? I’ll be right there. I thought it was still too early.

			—It’s eight o’clock, and I’d rather not be late because nobody at home knows I’ve gone out.

			—Well, what? Didn’t you ask your mom for permission?

			—No; well, I would’ve had to explain myself, and that would’ve taken forever. I got dressed in a hurry, went out with Mama Juana—who always lets me do whatever I want and who knows the sorcerer—and here I am. When I get home, I’ll say I went with you to Mass at Santa Clara: they’ll scold me a little, but that’ll blow over, and I’ll have done what I wanted.

			—That’s your habit, Rosa—doing as you please and refusing to acknowledge any authority whatsoever. As if your parents’ authority weren’t gentle and easy to bear.

			—Well then; even though my parents spoil me to excess—according to some old-fashioned ladies who are supporters of paternal tyranny—my whole ambition boils down to being free and the absolute mistress of my own will: that’s why I long to get married. But let’s not waste time: let’s consult that rustic oracle, in whom I have not a shred of faith, despite the astonishing stories Mama Juana tells us, which impress you so much.

			Having finished getting dressed, Mercedes said goodbye to her parents and, with their permission, set out on her morning excursion with her friend and Mama Juana, a black woman with a muzzle, who was Mama Juana’s maid.

			As they make their way, it is only fair to give the reader some information about the two women.

			Rosa, the younger of the two, had just turned fifteen. She belonged to a wealthy family from Piura that had settled in Trujillo some time ago.

			As their only daughter, she was the apple of her parents’ eyes; their excessive pampering had somewhat spoiled her character, but she possessed noble and generous sentiments.

			Rosa was of small stature, with a dark, velvety complexion that seemed to be made of the petals of the flower whose name she bore.

			Her black eyes, with their mischievous and playful gaze, would sparkle and reveal a manly boldness whenever they were stirred by some deep emotion.

			A frank smile parted her red lips, revealing teeth as small and white as coconut flesh and forming a delicate dimple full of charm and seduction. Her small, slightly upturned nose gave her childlike face a touch of mischief and boldness.

			Mercedes was the complete opposite of her friend. She was one of those pale Lima lilies, full ofcharm. Her brown eyes, veiled by long eyelashes, seemed, when lowered, to hide some pain—some passionate mystery.

			Her slender waist tended to slump, perhaps out of lazy indolence; perhaps under the weight of unconscious melancholy. Her gait was graceful and full of majesty, even though her tiny feet seemed insufficient to support her.

			Her broad, clear forehead, beneath whose complexion the finest, bluish veins were visible, revealed intelligence and noble sentiments…

			But let us follow the young women who, arm in arm, walk with a light step toward Calle del Arco, guided by the elderly slave.

			Upon reaching a shabby-looking shack, they stopped at the call of Mama Juana, who said, “This is the place,” and resolutely entered it; while Rosa and Mercedes, from the doorway, cast curious glances into the interior of the sorcerer’s dwelling.

			It consisted of a small room with low, crooked walls; a floor of packed earth on which, just as on the walls, the absence of an architect’s precision was evident; a thatched ceiling, a cozy den for scorpions, lizards, and other vermin; and no light other than what could penetrate through two low, narrow doors.

			The furnishings of this dwelling were perfectly in keeping with the primitive simplicity of its construction.

			An adobe bench, partly covered by an old, faded blanket and a sheepskin; a rough pine table on which stood a clay jar containing water and two mate cups with whimsical designs burned into them. 

			Hanging from the walls were bundles of various herbs and two or three gourds filled with chicha.

			Next was a second room, which served as the homeowner’s bedroom and had a door leading to the kitchen—which also doubled as a corral, a leather workshop, and a dovecote.

			After speaking briefly in a low voice, Mama Juana came out, followed by the shaman, to whom she said:

			—Taita Mateo, these are my girls; they’ve come so you can tell them their fortunes.

			Taita Mateo was an Indian man of seventy or more years of age; he was tall and powerfully built.

			The natural nobility of his bearing, in a way, justified the popular belief that he was a descendant of the ancient chieftains of Gran Chimú, whose ancient ruins can still be seen near Trujillo.

			His straight, snow-white hair was tied in a braid that fell down his back, leaving exposed his broad forehead, furrowed by two deep parallel wrinkles. Thick, bushy eyebrows half-hid the overly energetic, sharp, and mischievous expression of his small eyes, which were sunken in their sockets.

			His thin lips, with a crease at the corners, suggested the cunning or despondency of one who has faced the struggles of life. His hairless face and prominent cheekbones indicated that he was a full-blooded Indian.

			The townspeople regarded him with a certain respectful sympathy, believing him to possess marvelous secrets for curing human ailments, reading the future, discovering the whereabouts of lost objects, and so on; that is why they called him the sorcerer. 

			It was also widely accepted that he possessed—inherited from his ancestors—the true path to finding the famous “peje grande,” which for so long has kept the tireless seekers of hidden treasures awake at night.

			Hoping to uncover his secret, some had spied on him during his regular excursions into the countryside; but their prying curiosity was always thwarted when they saw him return laden only with herbs that he used for his spells and cures. Perhaps out of calculation, or perhaps because he himself was subject to certain racial concerns, he employed mysterious practices in which the stars and animals played an important role; thereby fueling the superstitious beliefs of the common people and the absurd or marvelous anecdotes that circulated about him and his knowledge.

			As he went out to meet the young women, it seemed as though his tiny eyes were cautiously hidden beneath his bushy eyebrows, while at the same time casting a deep and scrutinizing gaze, as if he wished to penetrate the innermost thoughts of his new clients; and with a solemn tone he said to them:

			—Good day, girls; please take a seat in this humble hut and tell me how this poor old man might be of service to you.

			The young women didn’t need to be asked twice to take the two rickety chairs the old man offered them; and, in a slightly teasing tone, Rosa struck up the conversation, saying:

			—Good morning, Taita Mateo. Your reputation for knowing the most hidden secrets and foretelling what is to come has led my friend and me to come and ask you what the future holds for us.

			—My child, the future belongs to God: do not presume to lift the veil that hides it,— replied Taita Mateo sententiously. 

			—But even though you’re not God, they say you know Him thoroughly; you must, then, at the very least, be His representative— Rosa retorted ironically.

			The old man’s cheeks flushed slightly; a bitter smile touched his lips, and after a moment of silence, he replied:

			—I am nothing but an obscure healer. The Indian is ignorant: he has nothing to teach the white man.

			Rosa was taken aback by the old man’s cold dignity, and, noticing that the conversation was taking a turn for the worse, Mercedes intervened, saying:

			—By studying nature, the Indian sometimes uncovers secrets that the white man cannot fathom. A long life spent doing good elevates even the humblest person and earns them the respect and esteem of all.

			—My child, you are wise, and your heart is good. May God protect you from life’s thorns and give you the strength to endure adversity whenever it stands in your way,” replied the old man with a moved voice.

			—No doubt some great misfortune is in store for me,” said Mercedes in a trembling voice. “My heart tells me that I am destined to be very unhappy. More than once I have had terrifying dreams that have caused me to suffer horribly. Please tell me, are my premonitions well-founded?

			The old man stood for a long time gazing at the firmament; his countenance took on a placid serenity, and with a calm voice and a tranquil demeanor, as if listening to the tones of an inner voice, he exclaimed: 

			—The weak reed will be buffeted by the hurricane; its stem will bend until it kisses the dust; but once the storm has passed, it will rise straighter than before.

			Taita Mateo fell silent, and Mercedes, blushing, asked him the following question:

			—And will I find happiness in love?

			—My child, in the rose that grows in the fields, you can see the image of your future life— said the Indian with a prophetic tone. — Surrounded by sharp thorns, it proudly displays its modest beauty and perfumes the air with its fragrance; a bouquet of precious buds surrounds it, resembling a queen surrounded by her court. Her owner tends to her with love and delights in contemplating her beauty and grace.

			Rosa listened to this dialogue with an air of disbelief; finally, without abandoning her mocking tone, she said:

			—And what good things does love have in store for me? Surely pleasures, riches, power...

			The Indian looked at her with a compassionate gesture and then, in an inspired tone, replied:

			—Woe to the one who, in his mad pride, seeks to dominate and recognizes no law but his own whim! Like the frail little ship that proudly sets out to defy the storm, he will find his grave in the bosom of the ocean, and his shattered remains will be the playthings of the waves.

			Then, softening the tone of his voice, he continued, casting a compassionate glance at Rosa:

			—My child, like the little bird that still lacks the strength to take flight, take refuge under the maternal wing… Flee from the sea and its storms!

			Having spoken these words, the old man fell into a deep state of absorption: one might have taken him for an Indian fakir in the throes of nirvana; his eyes, fixed on the void, seemed to penetrate other realms and behold something hidden from others. A slight tremor would occasionally run through his muscles, after which he would return to the most complete stillness.

			The young women’s farewell broke his trance.

			—Go with God, girls— he said to them —this poor hut and its owner are at your service.

			Both young women, followed by Mama Juana, withdrew, deeply moved by the old Indian’s words. But Rosa, regaining her natural, playful cheerfulness, said to her friend:

			—Do you believe in the predictions of this so-called sorcerer?
—To tell you the truth — Mercedes replied—, his appearance inspired respect in me from the very first moment I saw him; and his words, imbued with rustic poetry, have something mysterious and prophetic about them to me.

			—How gullible you are, Mercedes! Notice that he’s only spoken in generalities applicable to anyone. His predictions were favorable to you because you showed respect for his so-called science; whereas he treated me harshly, trying to intimidate me, because I mocked his knowledge.

			—Judge as you see fit, Rosa; but his words have been indelibly etched in my memory, and I hope the future will confirm them: I’ll be careful not to say this to others, for they might judge me a visionary, but it is the truth.

			They would rightly brand you a visionary, because the time of the prophets has passed. As for me, I laugh at the sorcerer and his predictions.

			—Mama Juana, who had been listening silently to this conversation, spoke up upon hearing Rosa’s final words, saying:

			—Little girl, for God’s sake, don’t speak that way, or God will punish you; look, Taita Mateo is a man who knows a lot: Lucas the mule driver lost a mule, went to him, and it turned up right away.

			—He must have stolen it himself — said the relentless Rosa.

			—Hail Mary, most pure, my dear, don’t say such things. Just look: Chepita, the laundress’s daughter, got a huge blister on her knee; he put a little hairy herb on it called lechuguilla, and it healed right up.” He knows another herb called centella, which, when applied to one side, causes blisters like a caustic, and on the other side, heals it. Now I’m going to tell you something else that you won’t be able to call a lie, because I’ve seen it with these very eyes of mine, which are bound to eat the earth.

			—Let’s see what this miracle is, Mama Juana— Rosa interrupted.

			—It’s that a naughty boy stabbed Basilia’s little lamb in the head with a knife and left it for dead; she called Taita Mateo, who poured some green water on the wound, and the little animal got up, already healed, and started eating corn.

			—And what was that miraculous liquid?— asked Rosa. —Because that really is true witchcraft.

			—It’s the juice of a plant they bring from Huaraz called tunacongona.

			—Their arrival at the house interrupted Mama Juana’s story, which threatened to go on forever. 

			•

			
			-II-

			The Wedding Reception

			The aristocratic city of Trujillo, founded by Pizarro in memory of his homeland; ennobled by Charles IV, who added to its coat of arms three gold roels on silver columns in homage to his favorite, Don Manuel Godoy, Prince of Peace, who was elected honorary mayor of the city at the end of the last century; was the first Peruvian city that, governed by the Marquis de Torre-Tagle, proclaimed the cause of the homeland in December 1820; the city, which many call “Little Lima,” alluding to its resemblance to the capital, was in the midst of a grand celebration six months after the events already recounted.

			The prefectural building was aglow with lights. The strains of music, combined with the pleasant scent of countless flowers, signaled to passersby that the festivities had begun.

			This celebration had the dual purpose of commemorating the glorious anniversary of our political emancipation and the marriage of the Prefect’s daughter to a wealthy landowner from
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